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ank accounts can provide a secure way for low-income households to build their assets to make large investments or protect themselves against unforeseen expenses. Yet many poor households don't use formal financial services. In the Dominican Republic, Banco Unión delivers remittances to approximately 400,000 clients who do not have a formal bank account. The bank also created two savings products tailored to the needs of these clients. In partnership with the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) and Innovations for Poverty Action (IPA), Banco Unión developed SMS message campaigns to try to boost account uptake and usage among its remittance-receiving clientele. Two randomized evaluations found that the messaging campaigns did not increase clients' use of formal bank accounts, and may have in fact discouraged account holders' engagement with Banco Unión, as observed through decreased deposit and withdrawal activity and slightly lower balances by the end of the campaigns.
There are several possible explanations for this behavior, including a desire for privacy, savings goals that were overly ambitious, or the use of other, unmonitored deposit products.
R E M I T TA N C E S A N D SAV I N G S I N T H E D O M I N I C A N R E PU B L I C
International remittances have long been a staple of national income for the Dominican Republic. In 2015, over US$4.9 billion was sent from abroad, an 8.5 percent increase from the prior year and the highest growth rate for remittances in the region. At over 7 percent of GDP, these transfers are an important 
IN T R O D U C T I O N
Using SMS Messages to Promote Savings among Remittance Clients in the Dominican Republic source of foreign exchange. They are also important for a recipient household: incoming remittances constitute 14 percent of a recipient's monthly income on average.
Despite the prominent place of remittances for Dominicans, just half of recipient households have a bank account they can use to store the inflows and build reserves. 1 To increase remittance recipients' engagement with formal financial institutions and encourage them to save, IPA partnered with Banco
Unión to launch two evaluations of programs utilizing SMS messages to encourage uptake and usage of remittance-linked accounts. 
BA N CO U N I Ó N

SAV I N G S ACCO U N T S
In 2013, Banco Unión partnered with the Inter-American Development Bank's (IDB) Multilateral Investment Fund (MIF) to develop products tailored to the needs of its remittance recipients. They include, among others:
1. Cuenta Con Ella, a transactional account which can serve as a location for direct deposits for incoming remittances. It features low monthly interest and no monthly fees or minimum balance.
2. Cuenta Clavo, an account designed for low-balance saving in the short, medium, or long term, with a moderate interest rate, no monthly fees or minimum balance, and the ability to schedule regular transfers from a linked Cuenta Con Ella account.
Financial education videos:
Banco Unión created a YouTube channel with five videos covering basic concepts in budgeting, saving, debt, and insurance.
Early usage of the accounts was relatively robust, with about 75% of balances showing at least US$1 in 2014. Even so, there was concern that the accounts would not be regarded as a valid savings mechanism, so Banco Unión was interested in nudging clients to increase their savings balances.
SMS A S A TO O L FO R FI NAN CIAL B E HAV I O R CHAN G E
The central mechanism behind an SMS is its ability to draw attention. Making a deposit or a loan payment may not be top-of-mind for low-income clients who find it challenging to cover multiple demands on their money. Clients may wish to save more than they do if they forget to deposit, remember at inopportune moments, or forget the importance they place on saving. By making the act of saving more salient, SMS can help clients prioritize both short-and long-term financial needs.
There is evidence from several countries that SMS messages can be effective in this regard. In a pilot study, savings clients in the Philippines, Peru, and Bolivia increased their savings by 6 percent when they received messages reminding them to save. In Peru, savings increased by 16 percent when the texts reminded savers of a specific goal. 2 A study with a bank in Uganda found that a monthly SMS sent to micro borrowers before the repayment date resulted in a 7-9 percent increase in the probability of paying off the loan on time. 3 Two banks in the Philippines sent SMS payment reminders to its loan clients. The SMS were only effective when they included the loan officer's name. Those messages reduced unpaid loans by 5.5 percentage points-a 41 percent reduction from baseline levels.
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These early studies provided a compelling proof-of-concept; however, there existed deeper questions about how SMS could best be used to encourage savings by varying the content, timing, and frequency of the SMS. To answer these questions, since 2014 IPA has deployed studies in multiple contexts to further explore how SMS can be used to that end. This site comprises one of five; the others are Peru, the Philippines, Ghana, and Colombia. A publication summarizing findings from all sites is forthcoming at the time of writing.
R E S E A R C H D E S I G N
To discover how a campaign of regular SMS messages could best encourage adoption and usage of Cuenta Con Ella and Cuenta Clavo accounts, we collaboratively designed two randomized controlled trials, utilizing SMS campaigns sent to clients as the main intervention.
In a randomized controlled trial, a sample of clients is randomly assigned to two groups: a treatment group who receives an intervention (in this case, the SMS campaign), and a comparison group who does not. Because the two groups are statistically equivalent, researchers can compare outcomes such as deposit amounts and be confident that any difference between these groups is due to the intervention itself. In other words, researchers can identify the causal impact of the intervention.
In each trial, clients received one SMS message per month for the duration of the campaign. Each client received the same message every month. 
SA M PL E S E L E C T I O N
The sample was selected from clients who met the following criteria:
Have received at least one remittance in the two months prior to the campaign start date 7 7 Did not have a deposit account with Banco Unión 7 7 Did not have an active loan with Banco Unión, although they may have had a prior loan that had been fully repaid 7 7 Had a verified mobile phone number on a compatible network 7 7 Received their remittances via one of the six branches of Banco Unión, as opposed to the smaller offices meant for remittance disbursement only Using these criteria, we selected 73,209 clients to participate in this campaign. We reserved one group of 6,062 clients for the comparison group, who did not receive any SMS messages over the period. We randomly assigned the other 66,747 clients to receive one SMS message monthly out of the messages described below.
S TUDY 1 M E SS AG E S IN T EN D ED TO E N CO U R AG E ACCO U N T AD O P T I O N
VA R I AT I O N S I N S M S M E SSAG E CO N T E N T
We randomly varied the content of the SMS messages to uncover the most effective motivators for
encouraging clients to open an account. We deconstructed the messages into 3 core components:
Introduction + Core Content + Ending.
Introduction: Personalized or Generic
Studies in similar contexts have found that personalized messages capture the attention of the client. 5 To test the concept in this setting, we varied the introduction between a generic ending-"Dear client"-and a personalized one-"Hi [first name]".
Core Content: Thematic Content Variations
We assessed 11 different messages in three thematic areas: generic "financial education" messages based on Banco Unión's series of online videos; information about various features of Banco Unión's products, and savings "rules of thumb" (easy-to-remember heuristics meant to encourage savings). The specific messages are in the table below.
Framing: For each message, we created two different frames: an inquisitive frame to encourage reflection and interactivity, and a declarative frame, which presented the same content in a straightforward manner. 
Message Ending: Action Orientation
We also varied the way the message ended. Half of clients received a simple slogan: "Banco Union, the bank at your home. " The other half received a more action-oriented sentence: "Visit a Banco Union branch to find out more!"
6
O T H E R VA R I AT I O N S I N M E SSAG E D E L I V E RY
Duration. We varied whether the client would receive monthly SMS messages for 4, 5, or 6 months to determine whether more reminders were more effective at encouraging account adoption. Due to technical limitations, we were not able to test timing features such as day-of-week or time-of-day. The bank's SMS service provider, BeMobile, did not have advance scheduling capabilities. Dream of a better future for you and yours. Prepare yourself by building up your savings to secure your dreams.
(continued from previous page) ii. "Dear client, "
S T U DY I M PL E M E N TAT I O N
TA B L E O F A L L S M S M E S S AG E VA R I AT I O N S: S T U DY 1
End of message:
i. "Banco Union, the bank at your home. "
ii. "Visit a Banco Union branch to find out more!" i. Client receives 4 monthly SMS messages
ii. Client receives 5 monthly SMS messages
iii. Client receives 6 monthly SMS messages
Control (control group receives no SMS messages)
7 "Success" in this case means the SMS was successfully sent to the network and was not returned as undeliverable. We were not able to tell if 1) the SMS was actually delivered to the phone (e.g., if the phone was turned off for several days, the SMS would not have been deliverable), or 2) the client read the message. 8 Technical issues with one of the telecoms forced a delay for certain recipients.
All rounds had 99.99% success rate or higher. "Success" means the message was successfully sent to the network and was not returned as undeliverable. We were not able to tell if 1) the SMS message was delivered to the phone (e.g., if the phone was turned off for several days, the SMS message would not have been delivered), or 2) the client read the message.
R E SU LT S
The bank monitored which of the clients in the sample opened accounts with the bank. The bank was only able to detect 197 new accounts in this group of clients, a take-up rate of 0.27%. Regression analysis along all treatment conditions confirms that the SMS campaigns had no impact on account openings.
D I S C U SS I O N
The SMS campaigns did not increase account take-up among this clientele. This may have been due to the targeting of the SMS: the campaign was rolled out well after an initial marketing campaign had already targeted this population, so those left without accounts were those least likely to want to open them.
We can also consider that the SMS failed to suggest a value for the accounts that was attractive enough to motivate clients to open an account. Perhaps if the SMS contents varied and communicated multiple benefits of the account to the same client, we would have observed a higher rate of account opening.
B y June 2015, Banco Unión had already recruited over 2,000 clients to open new Cuenta Con Ella and
Cuenta Clavo accounts. We worked with the bank to design a single SMS campaign to send to half of this group of new clients to encourage building savings balances through pursuit of a specific goal.
SU RV E Y O F SAV I N G S G OA L S
Banco Unión implemented a brief phone survey to learn about savings goals that its new clients had. The bank then used this information to personalize the SMS messages.
The bank attempted to reach 2,147 clients and ultimately reached 540 after three attempts. The highest number of clients wanted to buy a house, save for emergencies, or save for a vehicle. The median savings goal was RD$200,000 (approx. US$4,555).
S TUDY 2 M E SS AG E S IN T EN D ED TO B O O S T ACCO U N T US AG E
The wording and responses of the questions were as follows.
A N A LYS I S O F SU RV E Y CO M PL E T I O N
We examined which characteristics were associated with survey completion to document potential bias in the results. Clients in San Cristobal, San Pedro de Macoris, or Santo Domingo provinces were more likely to complete the survey than those in the capital district or Santiago province (29 percent vs. 22 percent likely, p<.01). However, account balance, age, and gender did not differ between those who completed the survey and those who did not.
To distinguish the potential impact of observables on study outcomes, we independently stratify treatment assignment by gender, age, account balance, geographic area, and survey completion. 
SA M PL E S E L E C T I O N
The study included clients who met the following criteria:
Had a savings account with Banco Unión and had received a remittance directly into the account 7 7 Did not have an active loan with Banco Unión, although they may have had a prior loan that had been fully repaid 7 7 Had a verified mobile phone number on a compatible network 7 7 Did not have an account balance in the highest 5%
The final study included 2,087 clients. Because Study 1 focused on unbanked clients and Study 2 focused solely on banked clients, there was no overlap in the study samples.
VA R I AT I O N S I N S M S M E SSAG E CO N T E N T
Introduction: Personalized or Generic
As in Study 1, we randomly varied the introduction between a generic ending -"Dear client"-and a personalized one -"Hi [first name]".
Core Content
Due to the relatively small sample size, we were only able to test one type of message. Since we had data on clients' savings goals, we suggested a focus on goal attainment. We had previously tested a goaloriented message in the Philippines, but the message generically referred to a "savings goal" because we did not have such personalized data. By employing it in this context as well, we could hazard a guess as to the relative effectiveness of including personal goal information in the message.
For those who completed the baseline survey, we personalized the message to include the type of goal and monthly savings amount they had specified. For those who did not complete the survey, including those who could not be reached, the first SMS asked them to think about a savings goal and how much they could save monthly to achieve it (no replies were requested, so this was a rhetorical question).
Subsequent messages reminded clients to save towards their goal. We randomly assigned half of the group (1,027 clients) to a comparison group which received no messages. We used regression analysis to identify the causal impact of SMS on client transactions and savings. 12 It appears that the SMS messages led clients to transact less within a given 4-week window than the comparison group. Our most conservative estimate shows that clients who received messages had a US$13.91 lower transaction volume within a four-week period, on average, on a base of $41.45, representing a 33 percent decline. Clients were also about 25 percent less likely to make a transaction in the same period (a reduction of about 1.5 percentage points from a base of 7 percent). This decline in both number and volume of transactions was split evenly across deposits and withdrawals, so the overall change in balance was not detectable within a 4-week window.
S T U DY I M PL E M E N TAT I O N
Looking at activity over the entire period after the SMS campaign began, the outcomes change slightly.
By pooling the variation that naturally occurs in a short period, many of the impacts lose their significance.
For example, clients that received the SMS messages are no less likely to transact, and they have no smaller transaction volume, than clients who did not receive the messages. Having completed the survey and receiving subsequent SMS tailored to the client's own savings goal made clients even more likely to draw down their account. Clients who both completed the survey and were assigned to receive SMS messages had US$1.75 less in their accounts after eight months than the control group did.
D I S C U SS I O N
Why did SMS messages that reminded people to save towards a goal seemingly backfire? The answer is not immediately apparent. This is the only study we are aware of where the reminders have significantly decreased transaction activity and account balances; other studies have either shown a positive impact or none at all.
W
e ran two experiments to explore whether SMS could be used to encourage account opening and saving with remittance recipients in the Dominican Republic. Neither study was successful at increasing our outcomes of interest; in one study, the reminders to save appear to have depressed transaction behavior and account balances.
Because we only glimpsed at one financial product in each household's portfolio, it is possible that the messages were overall welfare-enhancing. However, it is clear they were not an effective tool for the bank to drive engagement. Even so, this does not preclude further testing, using different content not related to clients' savings goals. The bank also might do well to engage in further understanding their clients' desired relationship with the bank, and in which ways one-and two-way communication can help.
CO N C LUS I O N
Innovations for Poverty Action
Innovations for Poverty Action (IPA) is a nonprofit dedicated to discovering what works to help the world's poor. We design and evaluate programs in real contexts with real people. When the evidence warrants, we provide support to governments and non-governmental actors to implement successful programs and bring them to scale around the world. IPA uses rigorous evaluation tools, primarily randomized evaluations, to design and evaluate potential solutions to the constraints faced by the poor.
We then mobilize and support decision-makers-policymakers, practitioners, investors, and donors working with the poor around the world-to build better programs and policies with these solutions at scale. In close partnership with over 350 leading academics and implementing organizations, we have results from over 175 completed studies with over 225 in progress around the world. Our studies cover solutions for effective agriculture, education, health, finance, governance, social protection, and postconflict recovery.
The Financial Inclusion Program at IPA seeks to identify and test innovative solutions to problems faced by low-income households in their interactions with financial products and services. To date, the Financial Inclusion Program has completed or is currently supporting more than 125 research projects in the United
States as well as in developing countries in partnership with financial service providers, governments, mobile network operators, non-profit organizations, and multilateral development institutions.
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